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In cultural consumption, higher social status is primarily reflected in the consumption of cul-
tural products from diverse levels of sophistication, denoted as cultural omnivorousness. The 
paper asks, whether digital media are capable of attenuating these inequalities. Since digital 
media potentially make cultural products from all levels available to wider audiences, the dis-
tinguishing effect of omnivorousness might shrink. However, based on a model of individual 
decision-making, the paper discusses several reasons why this assessment might be too opti-
mistic. Empirically, the paper focuses on omnivorousness and media use in feature film con-
sumption. Differentiating between four types of electronic media (television, DVD, video on 
demand, Internet) and two types of omnivorousness (“by volume”, “by composition”), results 
reveal that digital media rather reinforce social inequalities in cultural consumption. Television, 
in contrast, has the highest levels of omnivorousness and the lowest levels of social structu-
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1. Introduction 
Digitization is affecting the cultural sphere in many ways, be it the re-organization of cultural 
markets or the re-arrangement of cultural values (Beer, 2013; Morris, 2015; Seyfert and 
Roberge, 2016). One of the most debated questions in this context is whether digital media can 
help overcoming the social barriers to cultural participation and thus democratizing the cultural 
sphere (DiMaggio et al., 2001: 325f). In favor of this democratization thesis, previous studies 
find, for instance, that digital communication channels enlarge, activate and enrich cultural au-
diences (Navarrete and Borowiecki, 2016; Walmsley, 2016), or that online platforms produce 
more democratic cultural criticism (Jaakkola, 2018; Verboord, 2014).  
Similarly, when it comes to the consumption of cultural goods and services (e.g. films, music, 
museum visits), digital media are becoming increasingly important (e.g. video and music 
streaming platforms, virtual museums). However, the impact of digital media on social inequal-
ities in cultural consumption is not yet well assessed. This is due to the fact that, as Mihelj et 
al. (2019) notice, sociological literature on cultural consumption is still largely separate from 
literature on digital divides and digitization more general. The present article attempts to further 
bridge this gap. 
In contemporary western societies, inequality in cultural consumption is primarily reflected in 
the fact that people of higher status are more familiar with a broad range of different cultural 
forms. This phenomenon is denoted as cultural omnivorousness (Peterson and Kern, 1996; 
Bennett et al., 2009). There are some – not necessarily sociological – studies suggesting that 
digital media foster cultural omnivorousness by providing unrestricted access to an unprece-
dented variety of cultural products, regardless of social boundaries such as class, education or 
gender (e.g. Krause and North, 2016; Livingstone, 2007; López-Sintas et al., 2017; Potts, 2014). 
However, other studies took a less optimistic stance towards digitization in cultural consump-
tion and found that “analogue” inequalities are reproduced or even amplified in the digital world 
(Airoldi, 2017; Leguina et al., 2017; Mihelj et al., 2019). In line with the latter studies, I will 
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critically scrutinize the democratizing force of digital media in cultural consumption. Unlike 
these studies, though, I will situate digital media within a model of individual decision-making 
that explains cultural inequalities through the interplay of cultural preferences and opportunities 
(Rössel, 2008). This is an innovative theoretical approach, which takes up the ideas of a mech-
anism-based sociology (Opp, 2013) and therefore differs from identifying digital and non-dig-
ital cultural consumption patterns for various social groups (e.g. Mihelj et al., 2019) or from 
treating digital media as new elements of emerging cultural practices (e.g. Leguina et al., 2017).  
Empirically, the paper focuses on digital media and cultural omnivorousness in the realm of 
home-based feature film consumption. I will analyze data from a population survey in Switzer-
land using bivariate and multivariate methods in several steps. After presenting the results, the 
further implications of the empirical investigation will be discussed at the end of the paper, as 
well as avenues for future research.   
 
2. Cultural consumption, omnivorousness, and social inequality 
2.1. Differing notions of cultural omnivorousness  
Cultural consumption refers to the consumption of goods and services which primarily fulfill 
aesthetic and symbolic functions (Rössel et al., 2017). It encompasses consumption practices 
such as listening music, visiting museums, or watching films. At least since the seminal writings 
of Pierre Bourdieu (1984) it is a fairly stable finding in sociology that the types of cultural 
products consumed (e.g. museum types or film genres) vary by social status (Bennett et al., 
2009). Because consumers from higher social strata are better endowed with economic capital 
(financial means and property rights) and cultural capital (embodied cultural competences and 
their objectifications in the form of cultural goods and educational certificates), they have better 
opportunities, capabilities, and thus higher probabilities to consume “high culture”, i.e. cultural 
products inspired by rather strict formal aesthetics and commonly interpreted as more demand-
ing and sophisticated (e.g. classical music, auteur films). In contrast, consumers from lower 
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social strata with not much economic and cultural capital are more likely to consume “popular 
culture” or “trivial culture”, i.e. cultural products designed to convey a specific content and 
commonly interpreted as easy comprehensible and inducing instant gratification (e.g. folk mu-
sic, romantic comedies) (Rössel et al., 2017: 2). At the same time, cultural consumption serves 
as a means of distinction and facilitates the reproduction of social inequality structures. 
However, this rather simple “homology” (high status – high culture, low status – trivial culture) 
has been called into question. Firstly, several studies note that not only vertical, but also hori-
zontal indicators of social position are related to cultural consumption, especially age (Reeves, 
2014) and gender (Lagaert, 2018). Above all, though, it was criticized that high social status is 
related solely to high culture. Richard Peterson and his colleagues found that at least since the 
1990s persons manifesting a taste for high culture also like popular and trivial culture (Peterson 
and Kern, 1996). They called this phenomenon “cultural omnivorousness”, meaning an inclu-
sion of high, popular, and trivial forms of culture in one taste pattern. Following Peterson, many 
studies confirm that the breadth and openness of cultural taste is much more relevant in today’s 
cultural consumption than the concentration on one particular cultural level (e.g. Bennett et al., 
2009; Coulangeon, 2015; Purhonen et al., 2010). Concurrently, a longitudinal study from Swit-
zerland – the national context of the empirical analysis – finds that the proportion of active 
cultural consumers has risen over the past 40 years and that their consumption patterns are 
increasingly omnivorous (Weingartner and Rössel, 2019). This development began in the 1980s 
latest, shortly before the widespread diffusion of digital media. Nevertheless, since most studies 
find strong correlations between omnivorousness and indicators of social inequality, the rise of 
the cultural omnivore does not imply a dissolution of traditional cultural hierarchies and a de-
mocratization of the cultural sphere. Instead, it still allows for sharp symbolic boundaries to be 
drawn (Atkinson, 2011; Johnston and Baumann, 2007; Lizardo and Skiles, 2012).  
When going more into the details, it becomes apparent that there are various conceptions and 
operationalizations of omnivorousness (for an overview see Robette and Roueff, 2014). Most 
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importantly, diverging notions of “breadth” need to be distinguished. As Warde and Gayo-Cal 
(2009) point out, omnivorousness in Peterson’s original sense is not defined by the sheer num-
ber of different cultural forms consumed, but instead by the inclusion of cultural forms from 
disparate levels of sophistication and thus by the transgression of “symbolically significant 
boundaries” (p. 121). For example, in order to be a “real” omnivore in the film domain, it is not 
enough to watch romantic comedies, action-movies, and fantasy films, as all those genres are 
related to the sphere of popular culture. Rather, the consumption of romantic comedies and 
auteur films is needed, as the first genre is related to the sphere of popular culture and the second 
to the sphere of high culture1. Therefore, Warde and Gayo-Cal (2009) differentiate between 
“omnivorousness by volume” (OV) and “omnivorousness by composition” (OC), where the 
former refers to the number of cultural products and the latter to the combination of high culture, 
popular culture, and trivial culture (also see the differentiation between “extensive” and “selec-
tive” omnivorousness introduced by Coulangeon (2015)). Since crossing symbolic boundaries 
requires specific aesthetic competences to decipher different kinds of cultural code (Bourdieu, 
1984: 3ff), OC is likely to be stronger related to social-structural indicators than OV. 
 
2.2. Modeling the relationship between cultural consumption and social inequality 
Assessing the democratizing effect of digital media in cultural consumption presupposes a gen-
eral model explaining the relationship between cultural consumption and social inequality. 
Here, Bourdieu (1984) resorts to the concept of habitus, a mental system of dispositions that 
regulates a person’s consumption choices and is shaped by the capital endowment during so-
cialization (class habitus). However, Bourdieu does not exactly specify how the habitus works 
and how it relates to material choice restrictions (Rössel et al., 2017). Therefore, I will draw on 
                                                            
1 This example is just for the sake of illustration. It does not imply that all movies falling under a specific genre 
are either popular or high culture. 
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an abstract, yet precise model of individual decision making based on a wide version of rational-
choice theory (Rössel, 2008; Rössel and Weingartner, 2016). 
On the individual level, the model predicts cultural consumption by cultural preferences and 
objective opportunities. Cultural preferences denote “a penchant for certain classes of action 
which can be aestheticized” (Rössel, 2008: 233) and are the key goal parameter for cultural 
consumption. Cultural preferences in the film domain, for example, are reflected in how much 
a consumer likes several film genres. If a consumer likes film genres from diverse levels of 
sophistication, she exhibits omnivorous cultural preferences. Opportunities are defined by “the 
relation of two entities: the restrictions existing in a specific situation and the resources an actor 
has at his or her disposal” (Rössel and Weingartner, 2016: 366). The opportunities most relevant 
in cultural consumption are economic (financial costs and means), temporal (free time), and 
spatial (availability of cultural offerings in the geographical), as proved by several empirical 
studies (e.g. Cutts and Widdop, 2017; Kraaykamp et al., 2008; Rössel and Weingartner, 2016; 
Yaish and Katz-Gerro, 2012). 
The interplay of preferences and opportunities follows the logic of two successive filter pro-
cesses. In the first process, the opportunities structure the space of in principle feasible con-
sumption alternatives. In the second process, the consumer chooses the alternative which best 
corresponds to her preferences. This process includes a precise selection rule (utility maximi-
zation) and therefore meets the crucial condition of an explanatory theory (Opp, 2013). How-
ever, applicability to omnivorous film consumption requires an extension of the opportunities. 
In many instances, the decision of which film to watch is made together with friends or family 
members. Hence, the breadth of a consumer’s film consumption is also affected by the company 
the film is watched with. If a consumer’s friends or family are very diverse in their film tastes, 
then this consumer could show an omnivorous consumption pattern, regardless of whether she 
herself has omnivorous preferences or not. 
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Finally, the model assumes that preferences and opportunities are shaped by consumers’ verti-
cal and horizontal position in the structure of social inequality. This mirrors the fundamental 
insight of structural individualism that individual decisions are always embedded in social 
structures and institutions, which in turn are constantly (re)produced through individual behav-
ior (Udehn, 2001). Cultural preferences are – similar to the habitus – formed through processes 
of class-specific socialization in the family of origin and learning processes in other social net-
works (e.g. schools, peers, subcultures; Bourdieu, 1984; Yaish and Katz-Gerro, 2012). The con-
nection between opportunities and structures of social inequality is quite straightforward as 
such structures mainly refer to the distribution of resources. Nevertheless, opportunities are not 
only determined by social structures. They also depend on external conditions not directly under 
the control of the consumer. These include, but are not limited to, given prices or available 
geographical and technological infrastructures (Rössel and Weingartner, 2016). Hence, as de-
picted in figure 1, the model is able to explain the link between social inequality and cultural 
consumption, but at the same time allows for the inclusion of additional factors.  
 
---  Figure 1 about here  --- 
 
3. Digital media and cultural consumption 
3.1. Defining digital media 
Generally speaking, developments in media technology over the last century have made cultural 
content  more accessible and mobile, particularly pushed through the proliferation of electronic 
media such as television or radio (Meyrowitz, 1985). When concentrating on home-based fea-
ture film consumption – the empirical focus of the paper – today’s consumers may choose from 
a variety of media (see Stepan, 2013 and Vogel, 2015 for more detailed descriptions). There is 
linear television broadcasted via terrestrial, cable, satellite, or broadband infrastructures; there 
are VHS tapes, DVDs, or BluRay discs as physical data carriers; there are video-on-demand 
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services delivering films based on subscriptions to specific service providers (e.g. Netflix); and 
there are freely accessible online file-sharing and streaming platforms, sometimes illegal, some-
times legal (e.g. YouTube). 
The difference between these types of electronic film media, however, is not primarily the var-
ying level of “digitality”. There is a lot of internal differentiation regarding digital vs. analogue 
encoding, at least within the first two types (Tadayoni and Henten, 2013). The crucial difference 
between types of electronic film media is the level of autonomy and control over the contents 
consumed. Following the wording of Robinson (2017), electronic media differ in the degree to 
which they facilitate an individual curation of consumption. This means that some media more 
than others allow consumers to “actively seek[...] and select[...] a particular text based on pri-
vate or public taste preferences” (Robinson, 2017: 19). Hence, curation does not depend on the 
digital encoding of cultural content per se, but mainly on the connection of digitally encoded 
cultural content to Internet services. Online-availability renders cultural content searchable, 
shareable, networkable and therefore curatable (also see Beer, 2013; Livingstone, 2007; López-
Sintas et al., 2017). Consequently, digital media are defined here as electronic media that en-
code cultural content in binary form and make them accessible through the Internet.  
However, even among digital media there are differences in curatability. Online file-sharing 
and streaming services have the highest degree of curatability since virtually every feature film 
can be downloaded on the one or the other platform (esp. illegal copies). Given an appropriate 
Internet connection, there are almost no temporal or geographical access restrictions. In con-
trast, video-on-demand services are more restricted, although also delivered via the Internet. 
They depend on the respective service provider and the region of residence (Stepan, 2013). 
Beyond that, many online platforms (with or without subscription) impair individual curation 
by algorithmically recommending particular films to consumers (see section 4.2). 
Similar to video-on-demand services, consumption of films via DVD (including VHS and 
BluRay) is geographically restricted as DVDs are usually distributed and playable in a country-
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specific manner. However, DVDs are not considered digital media, as their cultural content is 
usually not connected to the Internet. The same is true for linear television, the medium with 
the lowest degree of curatability. Here, only those films can be consumed that are broadcasted 
by public or private TV stations in a given country at a given time. This has hardly been changed 
by developments allowing television to be consumed more independently of time and space 
(Tadayoni and Henten, 2013). The characteristics of electronic media for home-based feature 
film consumption are summarized in table 1.  
 
---  Table 1 about here  --- 
 
3.2. Two conflicting hypotheses 
In order to assess the impact of digital media on the social structuration of cultural consumption, 
they must be situated within our theoretical model (figure 1). The crucial assumption is that 
electronic media are part of the technological infrastructure (external conditions). They thus 
affect cultural consumption by shaping the opportunities open to consumers. Additionally, one 
needs to take into account that consumers’ choice of electronic media may not be random. In-
stead, the use of different types of media may be influenced by their social position (dashed line 
in figure 1; Scheerder et al., 2017). Consequently, three separate empirical questions need to be 
answered: (1) Does cultural omnivorousness co-vary with indicators of social inequality at all? 
(2) Does using digital media – compared to non-digital media – lead to higher levels of cultural 
omnivorousness, controlling for cultural preferences and other opportunities. (3) Is using digital 
media – compared to non-digital media – less related to indicators of social inequality? 
There are two ideal-typical scenarios: If it is true that digital media reduce social inequalities in 
cultural consumption (democratization hypothesis), then we should observe (D1) a weak social-
structural patterning of cultural omnivorousness, (D2) a strong positive effect of digital media 
use on cultural omnivorousness, and (D3) a weak social-structural patterning of digital media 
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use. In contrast, if it is true that digital media reinforce social inequalities in cultural consump-
tion (reinforcement hypothesis), then we should observe (R1) a strong social-structural pattern-
ing of cultural omnivorousness, (R2) a strong positive effect of digital media use on cultural 
omnivorousness, controlled for preferences and other opportunities, and (R3) a strong social-
structural patterning of digital media use. These two scenarios are depicted in figure 2, with 
solid lines indicating the democratization hypothesis and dashed lines the reinforcement hy-
pothesis.  
 
---  Figure 2 about here  --- 
 
Before presenting the empirical analysis of the hypotheses, I will point out theoretical reasons 
that make both scenarios plausible. Although those reasons are also based on the theoretical 
model, not all of them can be empirically examined in this article. 
 
4. Possible reasons 
4.1. Reasons why digital media are a democratizing force 
Due to their connection to the Internet (see above), digital media lower relative prices (search 
and unit costs) while at the same time increasing availability, accessibility and variety of cul-
tural products (Beer, 2013; Potts, 2014; Robinson, 2017). Thus, users of digital media generally 
enjoy a greater and broader range of opportunities. In film consumption, for instance, using a 
free online streaming platform allows access to films which are otherwise hidden behind pay-
walls (economic opportunities) or not available in a certain region (spatial opportunities) or at 
a certain time (temporal opportunities). Hence, almost everybody is – in principle – able to 
freely choose from the smorgasbord of cultural offerings and to curate consumption regardless 
of social background (e.g. Krause and North, 2016; Livingstone, 2007). This, in turn, holds the 
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potential for omnivorousness to be more evenly distributed in society and thus for cultural con-
sumption to be democratized.  
 
4.2. Reasons why digital media are not a democratizing force 
The previous section suggested that digital media democratize cultural consumption because of 
enlarged opportunities. Based on the same theoretical model (figure 1), I will now argue why 
enlarged opportunities do not necessarily democratize cultural consumption and why digital 
media may not even enlarge opportunities. 
 
Digital media place emphasis on preferences 
If it is true that digital media enlarge opportunities, then it follows from the above model that 
cultural consumption is more strongly influenced by cultural preferences. The latter, however, 
are still strongly tied to indicators of social inequality. For instance, omnivorous cultural pref-
erences are more likely for women, the middle age groups, and the highly educated (Leguina et 
al., 2016; Peterson and Kern, 1996; Purhonen et al., 2010). Moreover, as famously illustrated 
by Bourdieu (1984: 142, 244), cultural preferences are adjusted to the objective conditions un-
der which they were formed (amor fati) and remain quite stable even when objective conditions 
change (hysteresis). In the present application, this means that cultural preferences once formed 
in a particular electronic media environment remain the same, even if media infrastructures 
undergo changes. The use of new media, in turn, is unlikely to boost omnivorous cultural pref-
erences, at least in the short term.  
 
Digital media reduce perceived opportunities 
Even if digital media enlarge objective opportunities, it is likely that they simultaneously reduce 
perceived opportunities. This is because the algorithms underlying digital media function as 
gate keepers to cultural content (Beer, 2013; Morris, 2015; Seyfert and Roberge, 2016; Wallace, 
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2018). This means that what consumers perceive as consumption alternatives on online plat-
forms (e.g. via recommender systems) is often preselected by algorithms analyzing their own 
or others’ previous selections. Although such recommendation algorithms can stimulate the 
discovery of new cultural content (Lindsay, 2016), they have a negative impact on the diversity 
of cultural content at both the collective and individual level (Im et al., 2019; Nguyen et al., 
2014). Since many algorithms aim at most accurately meeting individual preferences (person-
alization), a filter bubble effect is likely to occur in which consumers are repeatedly exposed to 
cultural content of the same/similar kind. Hence, the proliferation of digital media makes om-
nivorousness less widespread, more exclusive, and therefore cultural consumption less demo-
cratic (polarization).  
 
Digital media re-structure opportunities  
Even if digital media would enlarge objective and perceived opportunities, not all cultural con-
sumers would benefit equally. Research on digital inequalities consistently revealed that there 
are significant social differences in Internet usage patterns and digital skills (Scheerder et al., 
2017). It was found, for instance, that usage patterns vary according to educational level, SES, 
gender, age, and region of residence (Büchi et al., 2016; Serrano-Cinca et al., 2018; Blank et 
al., 2018). Moreover, Internet usage differs according to the material devices used to access the 
Internet (e.g. laptop, smartphone, smart TV), which in turn is heavily socially structured (van 
Deursen and van Dijk, 2019). It can thus be inferred that only specific social groups are likely 
to use digital media for their cultural consumption. And if they do, the devices they use are 
likely to affect the content consumed.  
In line with this, Lindblom and Räsänen (2017) and Mihelj et al. (2019) find that persons with 
higher education, higher occupational status, lower age, and urban residency are more likely to 
use the Internet for cultural purposes such as seeking cultural information or buying cultural 
products. Additionally, it has been shown that Internet use is more diverse among persons with 
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higher education and SES, and less diverse for older and female users (Reisdorf and Groselj, 
2017; Wei, 2012). In combination, the latter two results strongly suggest that cultural omniv-
orousness in the online sphere is heavily socially structured, which is incompatible with the 
idea of cultural democratization through digital media. 
 
5. Empirical study 
The empirical study will test the hypotheses formulated in section 3 and substantiated in section 
4. Home-based feature film consumption is an excellent application for several reasons: First, 
film consumption is a cultural activity which is widespread in large parts of the population, thus 
it is not limited to specific audiences. Second, feature films can be subdivided into different 
styles and genres, offering types from the sphere of high culture as well as popular and trivial 
culture. Third, feature films can be consumed using different media, ranging from linear tele-
vision to Internet streams.  
 
5.1. Data and variables 
The following measurements are taken from an online survey conducted by the author in Swit-
zerland in 2013. This survey represents the resident population of German-speaking Switzer-
land between 15 and 75 years of age which uses the Internet at least once per week. Besides 
other questions on cultural consumption and social inequality, one (random) half of the sample 
was presented with specific questions about feature film consumption and media use (gross 
N=768). From this sub-sample, 84% of participants are included in the analyses, 16% were 
deleted due to listwise deletion (net N=645).  
 
Social-structural indicators 
Participants’ level of formal education is measured in five categories: compulsory schooling or 
low vocational training (9.3%), ordinary vocational training (41.1%), secondary schooling 
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(11.3%), higher vocational training (20.8%), and college or university degree (17.5%). Ordi-
nary vocational training will be used as reference category in the analyses. Additionally, the 
survey contains information on participants’ affinity to high culture. Based on Bourdieu’s 
(1984) concept of objectified cultural capital, the survey asked for the number of artworks and 
books in participants’ households. From this information, two “quartile ranks” were formed 
(ranging from 1 to 4) and then combined to a single sum index (also ranging from 1 to 4; 
mean=2.4, SD=0.9). As final vertical indicator, disposable income is included, i.e. the monthly 
amount of money that a household can freely dispose of after paying all its financial obligations. 
It was measured in nine categories of CHF 1’000 each (mean=2.8, SD=2.3). As horizontal in-
dicators I will take into account participants’ age (15-29: 21.7%; 30-44: 20.6%; 45-59: 39.5%; 
60-75: 18.1%), gender (male: 53.6%; female: 46.4%), and region of residence (rural area: 
20.8%; small town: 38.1%; middle-sized town: 19.2%; large city: 21.9%).  
 
Opportunities 
Since free time is a fundamental requirement of film consumption, analyses include a measure 
of participants’ hours of free time per week (FTW), based on their subjective estimations 
(mean=27.3, SD=14.7). As mentioned in section 2.2, the company films are watched with might 
affect omnivorousness. Survey participants were asked to state how often in the last six months 
they watched films at home together with family or friends, either in smaller or larger groups. 
This information will be used as an indicator of film company (COMP), measured on a five-
point scale (0=never, 4=always; mean=1.6, SD=1.2). There will be no specific measurements 
for economic and spatial opportunities. The former is already covered by disposable income 
and the latter is not of much relevance for home-based cultural consumption (compared to cin-
ema going). Nevertheless, region of residence can be seen as an indicator for spatial opportuni-
ties for digital media use because rural regions often suffer from underdeveloped Internet con-
nectivity (Blank et al., 2018).  
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Omnivorousness of film consumption and film preferences 
Both, omnivorousness of film consumption and omnivorousness film preferences are based on 
a list of 23 film genres. For each film genre, survey participants were asked to rate on a five-
point scale how much they like it (1=not at all, 5=very much) and on a seven-point scale how 
often they have watched it at home in the last six months (0=never, 6=every day). From this 
information, variables for omnivorousness by volume and by composition were calculated, both 
for actual consumption and preferences (OV, OC, P-OV, P-OC). The calculation is very closely 
following Warde and Gayo-Cals’s (2009) approach.  
OV and P-OV is calculated by simply counting the number of genres each participant consumes 
(mean=8.3, SD=4.6) or likes (mean=9.3, SD=3.6)2. In contrast, OC and P-OC represent each 
participant’s number of symbolic boundary transgressions. Therefore, film genres had to be 
categorized as high, popular, or trivial culture (see below). It is assumed that a boundary trans-
gression occurs if a participant consumes or likes a high culture genre and a trivial culture genre 
at the same time. Since there are seven high and eight trivial genres, the variables range between 
zero and 56 boundary transgressions, both for OC (mean=6.4, SD=9.5) and P-OC (mean=7.7, 
SD=7.9). Popular film genres were not considered for these calculations, since they are not 
clearly distinct from both high and trivial genres.  
The categorization of film genres as high, popular, or trivial was – again following Warde and 
Gayo-Cal (2009) – done empirically. At its core, the categorization is based on comparisons of 
film preferences between high and low educational groups. For each genre, the proportion of 
likes among persons with ordinary vocational training and persons with college/university de-
gree was calculated. If the ratio of these proportions is significantly above 1 (more highly than 
                                                            
2 Consumption is defined as watching a genre at least once per month (2-6), while liking is defined as appreciat-
ing it much and very much (4-5). 
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lowly educated like the genre), the genre is categorized as high culture. If the ratio is signifi-
cantly below 1 (more lowly than highly educated like the genre), the genre is categorized as 
trivial culture. If the ratio is about 1 (lowly and highly educated like the genre approximately 
equally), the genre is categorized as popular culture. The exact numbers for each film genre are 
listed in table S1 of the supplementary material.  
 
Film media 
Survey participants had to indicate on a seven-point scale (0=never, 6=every day) how often 
they used the following four media types for watching feature films at home in the last six 
months: television (TV; mean=4.7, SD=1.7); DVD or BluRay disc/VHS cassette (DVD; 
mean=1.8, SD=1.6); video on demand/TV on demand (VOD; mean=1.9, SD=2.0); Internet 
download/stream (INT; mean=1.5, SD=1.8). These items largely overlap with the four types of 
film media described in table 1. As depicted in figure 3, television is by far the most frequently 
used medium for watching feature films in 2013. All other media types have considerably lower 
frequencies. 
 
---  Figure 3 about here  --- 
 
5.2. Data analysis 
Data were analyzed in four steps. First, descriptive analyses investigate the bivariate relation-
ships between the frequency of the four media types and the number of high, popular, and trivial 
film genres consumed. Although such analyses provide a good overview, they do not address 
social inequalities, nor do they adequately capture individual film consumption patterns and 
control for confounding factors. Therefore, multivariate analyses examine the influence of me-
dia use on the social-structural patterning of cultural omnivorousness. Several regression mod-
els are calculated for this purpose. In a second step, OV and OC are regressed only on social-
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structural indicators (D1/R1). Third, media use (TV, DVD, VOD, INT) is integrated into these 
models in order to isolate its effect on OV and OC (D2/R2). However, as media use is only one 
factor relating film omnivorousness to social inequality (figure 1), cultural preferences (P-OV, 
P-OC) and other opportunities (FTW, COMP) need to be controlled for. Fourth, in order to 
explore the social-structural patterning of media use, the frequencies of each media type are 
regressed on social-structural indicators (D3/R3).  
Since all dependent variables in steps two to four are measured as counts, Poisson regression 
models were calculated. For variables with disproportionally many zero-values, Zero-Inflated-
Poisson (ZIP) regression models were calculated, where the inflate-part includes variables pre-
dicting whether participants would in principle be able to show a positive value on the depend-
ent variable (Long, 1997), i.e. disposable income, free time per week, and region of residence.  
 
6. Results 
The descriptive analysis depicted in figure 4 reveals that users of different media have a very 
similar composition of their film consumption, with high culture genres being least prevalent 
in all media types (this might be partly due to the fact that there are only seven high and eight 
popular and trivial culture genres). Combining all cultural levels, the total number of film gen-
res consumed (OV) is lowest for infrequent TV users (4.4) and highest for frequent DVD users 
(11.4). However, the effect of increasing media use on omnivorousness is greatest for TV. In-
tensifying television use boosts the number of films genres by 4.9. This increase is only 4.0, 
3.5, and 1.8 for DVD, VOD, and Internet, respectively. Note, however, that OV is already quite 
pronounced for people who only rarely use the latter three types of media. Nevertheless, tele-
vision contributes more to a democratization of cultural consumption than all other media.  
 
---  Figure 4 about here  --- 
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The coefficients of the three steps of the multivariate analyses are shown in figures 5, 6, and 7. 
Looking first at figure 5, we can observe that both OV and OC are clearly socially structured. 
However, this is more pronounced for OC than for OV (Cragg-Uhler’s R2: 0.262 vs. 0.102), 
which is in line with the above assertion that transgressing symbolic boundaries is stronger tied 
to social inequality than the sheer number of film genres consumed. OC is affected by objecti-
fied cultural capital and region of residence, but primarily by gender and age, with men and 
middle age groups (45-59) exhibiting the highest levels of OC. The latter demonstrates the im-
portance of horizontal structural indicators in film consumption. Formal education, in contrast, 
is not of much relevance. According to the hypotheses formulated above (D1/R1), these results 
do not support the democratization argument. Even though digital media have been available 
for film consumption for some time, omnivorousness is still socially structured.  
 
---  Figure 5 about here  --- 
 
In the next step, multivariate analyses confirm that television yields by far the strongest effect 
on both OV and OC (figure 6; coefficients of corresponding social-structural indicators are 
available in figure S1 of the supplementary material). As in the descriptive analysis, all other 
media affect omnivorousness as well, but to a considerably lesser extent. Hence, all media pro-
mote cultural omnivorousness. But contrary to both hypotheses D2 and R2, it is traditional 
television which is most relevant here, not digital media. Note that this applies under control of 
confounding factors like preferences and objective opportunities.   
 
---  Figure 6 about here  --- 
 
As a final step, figure 7 illustrates the social patterning of media use. For the sake of clarity, it 
compares only television and Internet. The effects for DVD and VOD sit between these two 
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extreme poles and are depicted in figure S2 of the supplementary material (also showing con-
fidence intervals). It is clearly visible that the frequency of Internet use for film consumption is 
much more socially structured than television use (Cragg-Uhler’s R2: 0.351 vs. 0.061). Internet 
use is particularly frequent for men, the youngest age group (15-29), persons with more objec-
tified cultural capital, and urban dwellers. None of these effects can be observed in the case of 
TV. Hence, hypothesis R3 is confirmed and D3 is disconfirmed. This indicates that digital me-
dia enable only specific social groups to access film content, while TV is equally open to almost 
everybody.  
 
---  Figure 7 about here  --- 
 
7. Discussion 
7.1. Main findings 
The empirical study has demonstrated that digital media hardly contribute to the democratiza-
tion of film consumption. In contrast, linear television appears to be a much more powerful 
equalizing force. This is due to three key findings concerning the main hypotheses (figure 2): 
(1) cultural omnivorousness (OC more than OV) is still considerably socially structured, (2) 
television promotes cultural omnivorousness much more than VOD and Internet, and (3) tele-
vision is much less socially structured than VOD and Internet. The effect of media use on om-
nivorousness was isolated from cultural preferences, opportunities (economic, temporal, spa-
tial) and the company films are watched with, just as specified in the theoretical model of cul-
tural consumption (figure 1). Hence, theorizing digitization in cultural consumption from the 
perspective of individual decision-making leads to results that are largely in line with other 
studies. Also Leguina et al. (2017) and Mihelj et al. (2019) found that digital media do not 
attenuate but rather reinforce social inequalities in cultural consumption. Note, however, that 
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these studies are more of exploratory character while the present one is more explanatory. Fur-
thermore, the present study corroborates previous findings on cultural omnivorousness (section 
2). There, most studies find strong effects of age, gender, and (objectified) cultural capital. In 
contrast to other studies, though, the present study finds weak negative effects of formal edu-
cation on film omnivorousness and film media use. This could be explained by differences in 
time allocation between educational groups. Since highly educated people are increasingly in-
cluding popular activities in their cultural portfolio next to high culture activities (Weingartner 
and Rössel, 2019), they may seek omnivorousness not necessarily by diversifying their film 
consumption, but by diversifying their range of cultural activities more generally. 
 
7.2. Digital media and democratization 
The present study also allows interpretations as to why digital media are not a democratizing 
force in cultural consumption. In section 3, digital media were distinguished from traditional 
media by emphasizing their high degree of curatability, i.e. active control over the contents 
consumed. However, there seems to be a dark side to control. If cultural consumers can increas-
ingly choose on the basis of their (socially structured) cultural preferences, it is more likely that 
they stay within the boundaries of their preferences. As a result, they are less inclusive in their 
cultural consumption. Instead, using less curatable media opens up the possibility of acci-
dentally discovering new cultural content and thus broadening one's own horizon. In short, less 
freedom can lead to more openness. That is exactly how the strong effect of television on om-
nivorousness can be explained. Intensive television consumption increases the chance of being 
exposed to diverse content, simply because one is, to a certain extent, at the mercy of what is 
broadcasted. This, however, is only valid in countries where broadcasting systems provide suf-
ficiently diverse content. Because of a strong public service, TV content in Switzerland is rather 
varied (Cola and Prario, 2012). Supporting this interpretation, Lizardo and Skiles (2009) ob-
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served more omnivorous television consumption in countries with a less commercialized pro-
duction system. However, another development in the Swiss television landscape is that there 
are more and more private special-interest channels (BfS-Bundesamt für Statistik, 2020). 
Hence, a diversified private sector can also help explain the impact of television on cultural 
omnivorousness.  
Another obstacle to democratization is that there are still social inequalities in digital media 
use. Accordingly, I found that digital media are used for cultural consumption primarily by 
young, male, and urban persons with high levels of cultural capital. This point has also been 
discussed in the literature on digital media in the political sphere. Even though digital media 
offer widespread access to political information and public discussion, only certain segments 
of the population make use of it. Usually those who already are politically interested and en-
gaged use digital forms of political participation (van Dijk and Hacker, 2018). Similarly, those 
who already have broad and open cultural tastes are likely to further diversify their cultural 
consumption through new digital channels. A more optimistic view, however, is that although 
digital media do not necessarily foster traditional forms of democratic participation in the public 
sphere, they can still empower individuals through new forms of participation in the private 
sphere, such as networking or self-expression (Papacharissi, 2010). In the field of culture this 
could mean that although digital media do not necessarily diversify peoples’ cultural consump-
tion, they can still enable cultural enrichment and a better integration of culture into their daily 
lives, e.g. through Internet-ready mobile devices.  
 
7.3. Limitations and future research 
Not all of the reasons why digital media are not a democratizing force (section 4.2) could be 
empirically investigated with the data available. Particularly, the role of digital recommender 
systems was not assessed. However, recent studies in the domain of news media suggest that 
filter bubble effects are overrated and that recommender or search algorithms do not severely 
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impact content diversity (Fletcher and Nielsen, 2018; Möller et al., 2018). Additionally, recent 
technological developments try to redesign recommender systems in such a way that they favor 
novelty, diversity and serendipity (Reviglio, 2019). Nevertheless, future research should check 
the transferability of these results to cultural consumption. Another underexplored aspect in 
cultural consumption is the role of device-choice. Since not all technical devices provide access 
to cultural content in the same quantity and quality, the question of which and how many access 
points people have at their disposal is highly relevant.  
Methodologically, the present study needs to be qualified in some respects. First, the data used 
here are not longitudinal. Hence, all findings are only a snapshot in time. For instance, digital 
media may have been even more socially structured in the past and will be less so in the future. 
Second, data refer only to Switzerland. This is relevant not only because countries differ in their 
broadcasting systems (Lizardo and Skiles, 2009), but also in the diffusion of digital media 
(Büchi et al., 2016; Lindblom and Räsänen, 2017). Third, data were collected already in 2013. 
Since then, several technological developments may have changed the way films are consumed. 
Fourth, relying solely on survey data, the present study provides only subjective information 
on peoples’ media use. As is typical in survey research, we do not exactly know what people 
understand when asking about “Internet”, “Video on demand”, etc. In sum, future research 
should examine the role of digital media in cultural consumption in a longitudinal and compar-
ative fashion and complement survey data with more objective media use data.  
 
8. Conclusion 
The present paper asked whether digital media can foster cultural omnivorousness and thus 
contribute to a reduction of social inequalities in cultural consumption. Theoretically, this ques-
tion was tackled by applying a more general model of individual decision making to cultural 
consumption. In this model, the relationship between social inequality and consumption behav-
ior is explained by consumers’ cultural preferences and opportunities. Digital media, then, were 
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assumed to influence the opportunities open to consumers. According to this model, democra-
tization through digital media would be the case if digital media users would be more omniv-
orous than users of traditional media and if usage of digital media would be equally distributed 
in the population.  
A democratizing effect of digital media is, at first sight, not unlikely. Due to their high degree 
of curatability, digital media are said to make diverse cultural forms and contents available to 
large parts of society, free from social boundaries and at low costs. However, there were other 
reasons that made us less optimistic. Based on the theoretical model it was argued (1) that even 
enlarged opportunities do not necessarily result in more diverse cultural consumption (because 
of socially structured preferences); (2) that enlarged objective opportunities do not necessarily 
entail enlarged perceived opportunities (because of algorithmic recommender systems); and (3) 
that enlarged opportunities are not necessarily equally distributed (because of social inequalities 
in digital media use). 
Empirically, then, it turned out that this skepticism is justified, at least when looking at home-
based feature film consumption in Switzerland. In contrast to digital media, traditional televi-
sion yields the strongest effect on film omnivorousness and is the least socially structured film 
medium. Because of this democratizing effect, linear television (and other traditional media) 
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Tables and Figures 
 
 Acronym Degree of curatability Digital 
Online file-sharing / stream-
ing services    INT    high    yes  
Video-on-demand services    VOD    middle    yes  
DVD, BluRay, VHS    DVD    middle     no  













Table 1: Electronic film media and their characteristics. 
Figure 1: An explanatory model of cultural consumption and social inequality. 
(Omnivorousness of)  
cultural consumption  
(e.g. film consumption) 
Social-structural  
indicators 
(e.g. education, age) 
Digital Media 
(e.g. Internet stream) 
Democratization                          Reinforcement 
Figure 2: Hypotheses on democratization and reinforcement of social inequalities in cul-
tural consumption through digital media. 
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High Popular Trivial All
Figure 3: Average frequency of four types of film media 
(box-plots with additional means; N=645). 
Figure 4: Number of film genres consumed, by cultural level of film genre and frequency 
of media type (Lo=freq 0-2, Hi=freq 5-6; N=645). 
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Figure 5: Social-structural correlates of omnivorousness by volume and omnivorousness 
by composition (standardized ZIP regression coefficients; 95% CI; N=645). 
CU-R2: OV=0.102, OC=0.262 
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Figure 6: Effects of film media, preferences, and other opportunities on omnivorousness 
by volume and omnivorousness by composition, controlling for social-structural 
indicators (standardized ZIP regression coefficients; 95% CI; N=645). 
CU-R2: OV=0.524, OC=0.628 
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Figure 7: Social-structural correlates of two types of film media (standardized Poisson re-
gression coefficients; N=645). CU-R2: TV=0.061, INT=0.351 






 % like, vocational1) 
% like, 
university1) 




Auteur films 15.3% 28.1% 1.84 high 
Literary film adaptions 28.9% 44.0% 1.52 high 
Art / experimental films 15.5% 22.8% 1.47 high 
Utopian films 15.9% 22.6% 1.42 high 
Films critical of society / the times 42.2% 58.4% 1.38 high 
Biographical films 41.7% 52.8% 1.27 high 
Science fiction films 22.9% 28.0% 1.22 high 
Martial arts / kung fu films 11.9% 13.7% 1.15 popular 
Documentaries 71.0% 74.4% 1.05 popular 
Animated films 37.7% 39.2% 1.04 popular 
Tragicomedies 42.7% 41.8% 0.98 popular 
Fantasy films 33.1% 32.0% 0.97 popular 
Comedies 71.9% 68.0% 0.95 popular 
Recent Swiss films 39.7% 35.5% 0.89 popular 
Action films 50.8% 44.8% 0.88 popular 
Gangster films 54.8% 44.8% 0.82 trivial 
Adventure films 70.0% 56.8% 0.81 trivial 
Crime thrillers 67.0% 52.8% 0.79 trivial 
Thrillers 57.0% 45.2% 0.79 trivial 
Musical films 40.9% 32.3% 0.79 trivial 
Romantic films 48.5% 37.6% 0.78 trivial 
Disaster films 28.4% 20.0% 0.70 trivial 
Horror films 14.6% 7.3% 0.50 trivial 
1) Proportion of positive preferences (4 or 5) among persons with ordinary vocational training (N=272) and 
persons with college or university (N=111) as highest educational degree.  





Table S1: List of film genres, proportion of likes by different educational groups, and cul-
tural level of each genre. 
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Figure S1: Social-structural correlates of omnivorousness by volume and omnivorousness 
by composition, controlling for film media, preferences, and other opportunities 
(standardized ZIP regression coefficients; 95% CI; N=645). 
CU-R2: OV=0.524, OC=0.628 
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Figure S2: Social-structural correlates of four types of film media (standardized Poisson 
regression coefficients; 95% CI; N=645). 
CU-R2: TV=0.061, DVD=0.098, VOD=0.090, INT=0.351 
